Regular handwashing is strongly recommended to combat coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), which necessitates access to sufficient, safe, and affordable water in addition to that required for cooking, hydration, and general sanitation. Universal and equitable access to water, sanitation, and hygiene is a critical public health issue and the focus of Sustainable Development Goal 6. However, over 50% of the global population lacks access to adequate sanitation, and 75% of households in low-income and middle-income countries are unable to wash with soap and water.[@bib1] Despite its importance, water infrastructure is substantially underfunded, particularly in informal settings such as slums, rural areas, and refugee camps, where access to adequate water is deteriorating due to accelerating climate change. Without access to safe water, COVID-19 could to disproportionately affect individuals living in these settings

Humanitarian activists have called for provision of water that is free of cost to comply with hygiene recommendations and mitigation strategies throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.[@bib2] However, this campaigning coincides with increasingly unreliable water supplies in many parts of the world. Climate change contributed to multiple unprecedented severe weather events in 2019, placing substantial so-called water stress on affected regions, including widespread flooding in southeast Asia, the driest year on record in Australia, and Cyclone Idai on Africa\'s east coast, in addition to extended periods of significantly reduced rainfall in sub-Saharan Africa and central America.[@bib3] 800 million people must travel over 30 min to access safe water,[@bib4] many of whom reside in informal settings, and have additional risk from COVID-19 due to overcrowded living conditions that promote disease transmission.

An urgent need exists for improved water forecasting and monitoring and management of supplies to guide the planning of water projects in response to accelerating climate change. Such planning is of particular importance for COVID-19, because allocation of water resources must prioritise those at greatest risk, such as communities in informal settings.

Efforts to improve access to water must also be accompanied by water conservation measures and climate action. Industry and policy maker engagement is urgently needed to ensure the efficient and equitable allocation of this resource, both in response to COVID-19 and going forwards to sustainably manage water use and ensure access for those who need it most.

Water and climate are central to achieving "global goals on sustainable development, climate change and disaster risk reduction."[@bib5] To strengthen global health systems and protect the health of communities urgent action is needed that recognises the critical link between environment and COVID-19.
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